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Map of Greece During the Persian Wars
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Lesson One : Document B

The Persian Wars

Untit 490 B.C. most Greek city-states had fought only small, local battles against their
neighbors. But at this time, they were suddenty threatened by the vast Persian Empire,
one of the largest empires ever known. It extended from Egypt to the borderlands of
India, and from the Persian Gulf to the Black Sea, an area of over 2,000,000 square miles.

Our story about this very dramatic and glorious period in Greek history comes from
Herodotus (hih-ROD-uh-tus), who is considered to have been the first historian (484-
425 B.C.). He is the first western writer to use the word historia (inquiry). Remember,
however, as our story unfolds, that in spite of his attempts to chronicle Greek history
accurately, that he is our only source for this period and many historians today believe
that he often exaggerated the disadvantages of the Greeks in the battles which he
describes. In addition, he believed that the gods had a strong role in determining
ocutcomes.

Our story begins like this. In 492 B.C. Darius (DUH-ry-us), Emperor of Persia, sent
messengers to all the Greek city-states demanding that they submit to his authority. He
did this because he had been facing a revolt by the Greek cities in Asia Minor which
already had been conquered and made part of his empire. Athens and a few other Greek
cities sent them aid, which angered Darius. After he had crushed the revolt in Asia
Minor, he demanded token gifts of “earth and water,” (to symbolize obedience), from
each of the Greek states on mainland. According to Herodotus, the Athenians threw the
Persian messengers in a pit, suggesting that they collect their own earth, and the
Spartans threw them into a well, suggesting they collect their own water!

THE BATTLE OF MARATHON

Darius was understandably displeased with all this and in 490 B.C. he struck. He sent
an army escorted by a fleet of 600 ships to the plain of Marathon, just 26 miles outside
of Athens. At the battle which ensued, the Athenian army, without the aid of Sparta
which was engaged in religious ceremonies and refused to send aid, defeated the
mighty Persians and routed them back into the sea. How did this little city defeat one
of the world's largest empires? The story has it that Miltiades, the Athenian strategos
(general), created a last minute, but brilliant and flawless, plan. He persuaded the
Athenians to seize the initiative and march to Marathon before the Persian cavalry
could get there, The Athenians, realizing that they had only the Plataeans as allies, and
that the Spartans would not make it in time, attacked the Persian troops at dawn rather
than waiting for the Spartans to join them. Not only did they rush in and surprise the
Persian cavalry, but Miltiades’s strategy of surrounding the Persians from the flanks
and thinning his center ranks threw the Persians into mass confusion.

15




Lesson One Document B

| ( Pmmary Source)

) The Word Was glven to move and the Athemans dvanced at ¥
. towards. the enemy, not less than' a Irule away. The Persians, seein
. -attack developmg atthe double, prep ared to meetit conﬁdenﬂy enougl
forit seemed tothem suicidal madness for the Athemans torisk anassaul
“with 50 srnall a force—at the double too and with: nosu port from etth '

In the battle of Marathon some 6400 Persians were killed; the losses of the Athenians
were192. (Plataeans were killed as well, but Herod otus was Athenian and only glorified
the Athenian dead in his account of the battle.)

Supposedly, a messenger called Pheidippides was sent to Athens to spread the word
about this extraordinary victory and the messenger, having run the 26 miles with such
urgency and excitement, dropped dead after telling his story. (From this incident, the
founders of the modern Olympics created the famous marathon run of 26 miles.) In
addition, the dead of Marathon were buried in a great commemorative mound, which
can be seen today.

After this enormous victory, the Greeks had a ten year respite from Persian attack.
Themistocles (thuh-MIS-tuh-kieez)now became theleading figure in Athenian democ-
racy. He felt that the future of Athens lay in sea-power. When a rich vein of silver was
found in the Southern part of Attica, he persuaded the Athenian Assembly to expand
the navy with this money, rather than divide the new wealth among themselves which
was the usual custom. Fortunately for the Greeks, this was accomplished before Xerxes
(CERK-seez), son of Darius, made a fresh attempt to conquer them in 480 B.C.
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THE BATTLE OF THERMOPYLAE

This illustration is
reprinted as published in
The Origins of War by
Arther Ferrill, copyright
1985, with the kind
permission of the
copyright OWner,
Thames and Hudson.

Xerxes had devised an elaborate plan for conquering Greece. He constructed two
pontoon bridges made up of over 300 boats lashed together, so that his huge army could

cross the straits of the Hellespont.
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Xerxes Bridge at the Hellespont

When news of these elaborate inva-
sion plans reached the Greeks, they
met and agreed to give Sparta com-
mand over the land forces and
Athens command over the naval
forces. Together they decided to
withdraw to a pass called
Thermopylae (thur-MOP-uh-lee),
just 75 miles northwest of Athens.
Here, again, the Greeks fought one
of the most heroic battles in history.
Again Herodotus describes the
battle. A Persian spy reported to
Xerxes that the Spartans were prac-
ticing gymnastics and combing their
hair. Xerxes was puzzled by such
behavior and when he asked for an
explanation he was told that:
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However, a Greek traitor showed the Persians a way through the mountains and they
struck the Spartans from the rear. Leonidas, the Spartan general, fought with 300
Spartans and their allies. In this battle Leonidas and all of his troops were slain. Xerxes
now ordered his army to occupy Athens, while the fleet followed along the coast.
Thermopylae has always been a symbol of heroic struggle against overwhelming odds.

The Battle of Thermopylae
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This fllustration is reprinted
as published in The Origins of
War by Arther Ferrill,
copytight 1985, with thekind
permission of the copyright
owner, Thames and Hudson.
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Tue BATTLE OF SALAMIS

- Themistocles decided to evacuate Athens of women and children. He proposed this

time to engage the enemy at sea. He tricked the Persians into attacking the Greeks off
the island of Salamis (SAL-ah-mis), near Athens. The Persian ships greatly outnum-
bered the Athenians' and their ships were much larger. However, in this small bay with
storms blowing, these were disadvantages for the Persians. The Persian ships hit up
against each other and their oars became entangled. This led to confusion and the
Persians were eventually forced to retreat. Greek losses numbered 40 ships while 200
Persian vessels were sunk. Also, high morale and defending one’s own territory were
huge advantages for the Greeks. Themistocles said it the most poetically:

“Their rowers are slaves seeking freedom and our rowers
are Greeks seeking to preserve their freedom. We know the
inlets and the coastline, the waters and the winds.”
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The dramatist Aeschylus (ESS-kih-lus), an Athenian playwright who was born in 525
B.C. and fought at Marathon and Salamis, gave account of the battle of Salamis in his
play, The Persians (see facing page).

The Battle of Salamis
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THE BATTLE OF PLATAEA

After the Battle of Salamis in 480 B.C., Xerxes himself returned home to take care of his
empire. However, he left a large army under his general, Mardonius, occupying central
Greece and Boéotia on the Athenian border. Mardonius attempted to divide the League
of Greek States in order to defeat them. He sent an ambassador to Athens offering the
Athenians all the territory they wanted if they would join him. He assumed they might
because Athens was in the most vulnerable position of all the Greek states. However, the
Athenians refused his offer for the fo]lowing reasons given so eloquently by Herodotus:

Heradotus |

The Athenians then called upon the Spartans and their other allies for aid. The Spartan
armies marched northwards to join the Athenians and the combined army of all the
Greek states advanced to attack the Persians at Plataea. Mardonius was killed and the
Persians were finally defeated in this summer campaign of 479 B.C. The Persians were
forced to withdraw from Greece and the Persian invasion of Greece was finally over.

The battles of Marathon, Thermopylae, Salamis and Plataea have for 2500 years
represented humankind’s never ending quest to be free. Having finally rid themselves
of the Persian threat, the Athenians now entered into a period of such pride that they
embarked upon one of the greatest flowerings of philosophy, culture and the arts ever
known to mankind. At the same time their pride led them to persuade 350 of the Greek
city-states to form an alliance to continue the war against Persia, based on the island of
Delos, which came to be known as the Delian League. In 454 B.C. the League’s treasury
was moved to Athens and the League was transformed into the Athenian Empire.
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This illustration is reprinted as published in The Origins of War, by Arther
Ferrill, copyright 1985, with the kind permission of the copyright owner,
Thames and Hudson.
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